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Abstract 
This paper will share some of the findings of a study on students’ reaction to an online forum in hybrid learning courses. ESL 
learners from diversified background expressed their notion of participation in online forum and shared their experiences during 
the online forums. Data was elicited via a survey and supported with data from focus group interviews from selected learners. 
The findings revealed several positive efforts made by learners. On the whole, the learners were not quite ready as instructors do 
go full force to see and create this online platform as means to enrich their language learning experience. 
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1. Introduction 
 
This paper is based on an action research entitled “Language Enhancement through Online forums: Utilization, 
Issues and future directions”. The research was basically aimed at gauging the effectiveness of online forums in 
addressing some of the problems faced by students learning English as a language for specific purposes at the 
tertiary level.  
One of the major problems faced by the instructors at the tertiary level is the diverse English language 
proficiency of the learners in their language classrooms. This is coupled by the limited contact hours for the subject. 
Learner Diversity has always been a major concern in the second language classroom. Due to cultural and learning 
style differences, students often find themselves in very diverse stages of learning in the same class. Instructors are 
well aware of the problem but due to large number of students in the class, very limited contact hours and a very 
exam oriented education system, they are unable to do much to cater for the diverse learners. Teachers often 
concentrate on the high flyers and the mediocre students. The weak students, who need more attention and guidance, 
are often neglected.  To cater for the assorted needs of the diverse learner lessons must be very learner centered.  As 
Mahendra et.al (2005) elucidate “Being learner-centered is about promoting a collaborative, supportive classroom 
culture, not a competitive, individualistic one”. Students at the tertiary institutions come from all over the country. 
As such there is great diversity in their background, culture, their attitude towards the target language etc. Those 
from educated and urban background are expected to have better proficiency in English language as they would 
have a better exposure both at home and society. Where as those from the interior parts of the country and from the 
lower income category are relatively poor in the English language. The diversity in language proficiency becomes a  
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major problem at the tertiary level as the teachers are not expected to spoon feed the students like in schools. Here 
the teacher is only expected to be guide and a facilitator and the student is expected to manage his/her learning on 
their own. It is with this notion of “learning on their own” the online forums were introduced in the English 
language courses via the web portal “SPIN”. The online forums are expected to provide more opportunities for the 
students to communicate with each other in the target language outside the classroom.  
 
2. Learner Diversity   
 
When students come to a class, they bring along with them a multitude of differences. These individual 
differences are the once that distinguish them as diverse learners. Though most teachers are aware of these 
differences or diversities but little is done to address these diversities in relation to teaching and learning. As 
Guild.P.B (2001) emphasizes,  
“Despite acknowledgment of important differences among learners, uniformity continues to dominate school 
practices. In 50 years, too little has changed. Most schools still function as if all students were the same. Students 
use the same textbooks and the same materials for learning. They work at the same pace on the same quantity of 
material. They study the same content and work through the same curriculum on the same schedule. Teachers 
talk with whole groups of students, delivering the same information at the same time to everyone. And, of course, 
schools use the same tests for all to measure the success of the learning.   
Today’s classrooms require teachers to educate students varying in culture, language, abilities, and many other 
characteristics (Gollnick & Chinn, 2002).  Learner diversity is indeed a great challenge to present day teachers and 
to meet this challenge teachers need to equip themselves with sound teaching methods and culturally responsive 
pedagogy.    
First and foremost teachers should have a profile of each student in his/her class and this profile should provide 
adequate information about each student. This information should enable the teacher to identify the differences 
among his/her students.  Dimitrova et al. (2003) identify the following as the main differences one may find among 
learners in general:  
 
x Ethnicity, gender, religion, disability; 
x Language, culture, communities; 
x Prior domain knowledge, pre-determined learning style, and individual approach to learning;  
x Personal motivation, and expectations; and 
x Social contexts of education, and learner's personal life style. 
Often teachers fail to consider the diversities of the learners in planning their language lessons. This could be 
attributed to a number of factors as follows:  
x Teachers’ lack of knowledge about learner diversity and its consequences  on second language learning   
x Limited number of hours allotted for English language teaching and learning 
x Large number of students in the class 
x Teachers overloaded with administrative work 
While accepting the fact that it is impossible to cater for the every need of the individual learner, it is 
imperative for the language teacher to understand the diversities of the learners and look for unity in 
diversity to make the language learning process a truly meaningful experience.  
 
3. Online Forums  
 
Before proceeding with the discussion on how online forums can help to close the diversity among learners, it 
would be useful to define the notion of online forums. According to the Wkipedia “An Internet forum, or message 
board, is an online discussion site.[1] It originated as the modern equivalent of a traditional bulletin board, and a 
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technological evolution of the dialup bulletin board system.[2][3] From a technological standpoint, forums or boards 
are web applications managing user-generated content.[3][4]”.People participated in an Internet forum may cultivate 
social bonds and interest groups for a topic made from the discussions.”  
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Internet_forum)  
Online forums provide a platform for students to carry on the classroom discussions outside the classroom at their 
own phase, space and time. Online discussions provide all students with an equal opportunity to participate, and thus 
dominant students cannot monopolize the discussion, as in face to face discussions (Ortega, 1997) Moreover, online 
discussions allow students to interact at their own pace by providing an opportunity to think through their 
contributions and edit them prior to engaging in the discussion (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2003; Ortega, 1997). The lower 
proficiency students are often reluctant to speak during discussions in the ESL classrooms. The face to face 
environment is often too intimidating for them. Online forums reduce their anxieties and allow them to participate 
and engage in online discussions without the fear of making mistakes. (Curtin, 2002; Kahmi-Stein, 2000; Lamy & 
Goodfellow, 1999; Murphy & Coleman, 2004; Ortega, 1997; Warschauer, 1997). Online discussions allow ESL 
students to overcome linguistic limitations and express concepts in their own words in English (Biesenbach-Lucas, 
2003), as well as, "practise the new language of the knowledge community" in a supportive learning environment 
(Kahmi-Stein, 2000; Wilson & Stacey, 2004). ESL students often lack the experience of critically engaging with the 
course content as is required at the tertiary education level (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2003).  
It is an indisputable fact that the more the students use the target language the more proficient they would 
become. However due to severe time constraints the language teachers at the tertiary level are only able to spent 
about 2 hours per week with the students. Within the 2 hours they are expected to help the students to acquire all the 
necessary language skills stipulated by the course.  
 
4. The Study  
 
The main purpose of conducting this research study was to investigate the current practice of online forums for 
English course at UKM. Though the university has been encouraging the use of online forums to promote better 
interaction among students as well as lecturers both in Bahasa Malaysia and English, there have been no studies to 
ascertain the effectiveness of the online forums in promoting English language usage among the students. The study 
is also to investigate the kinds of interaction that takes place online, the language use and the related issues. 
Eventually it will formulate guidelines for effective management of online forums to enhance English language 
usage among the University students.  
A questionnaire was used to gather data for the study had posted several questions to find out about the 
availability of computers and internet facility and the kinds of activities students were engaged in online.   
A total of 86 respondents from the School of Language Studies and Linguistics participated in this study. The 
breakdown in Table 1 is according to year of study and gender. 
 
Table 1 
1st Year                   2nd Year                   3rd Year       
31(36.0%)             38 (42.2%)              17 (19.8%)     
      Male                  Female 
23(26.7%)             63 (73.3%) 
  
5.  Findings of the Study  
Online learning in general and online forums in particular can only be successful if students have free and 
uninterrupted internet access. Very often students give up on internet based learning activities because either it’s too 
costly or the service is poor.  
It was found that 90% of the participants owned computers and had access to internet. Therefore engaging in 
online forums from their residence, faculty or cybercafé was fairly easy for all the respondents. However, only 57% 
of them have internet facility at home. This clearly is a problem as almost half the respondents would depend on 
internet facility on campus or cyber cafes to access the online forum. This also makes it difficult for the students to 
use the online forum at their own space and phase.  
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The respondents were asked about their purpose of using the internet and the findings indicate that most of them 
use the internet primarily for email (96.5%), online forum-related to the course 77.9% and open forums 64.0%. This 
is indeed a very encouraging trend as participating in online forums, either specifically designed for the course or 
any open forums would promote the usage of English language in the written form. Besides that it also promotes 
collaboration among the diverse students to help each other. In other words, students’ interaction through 
collaborative learning enabled them to extend their learning capabilities beyond what can be achieved through 
individual learning (Warschauer, 2005). 
When asked about the frequency of use of the internet facility to participate in the online forums, 29.1% stated 
that they spend less than an hour to participate in the online forum per week, 32% said that they spend between 1 to 
2 hours, 23% between 2 to 3 hours and only 15.1% spend more than 3 hours per week. This is quite understandable 
as students who are proficient in their writing would spend more time participating in the forum. However, it is 
reassuring to note that more than 70% of the students spend more than an hour per week participating in the online 
forum. 
Attitude plays an important role in the success of any educational innovation. The success of the online forum 
depends on the perceptions and attitude of students towards the online forum. The study shows that 88.4% of the 
respondents like to read messages posted in the forum and 79% have stated that they like to respond to messages in 
the forum. It is also interesting to note that 65.2% of the respondents have stated that they like to post messages in 
the forum for others to read and comment. All these responses clearly indicate that the majority of the students have 
a positive attitude towards the online forums.  
The role of the teacher as a moderator is equally important in assuring the success of this unique learning mode. 
Teachers must make sure that they update the forum regularly and provide feedbacks to students’ postings and 
queries promptly. In discussing the role of the teacher in the online forum, 62.7% of the respondents are of the 
opinion that if there is no question posted by the lecturer, the forum will not be dynamic. As for feedbacks from the 
teacher, 90.7% of the respondents hope to get feedbacks for all their questions posted online.  
There is a belief that language is a barrier for students to participate freely in classroom discussions. Most 
students who are not proficient in the language would often refrain from contributing in the discussions as they fear 
making mistakes and be humiliated by the peers. There is research evidence that online communications lowers 
inhibitions, reduces social anxiety and promotes greater willingness to take risks among adult learners (Roed, 2003; 
Wallace, 1999; Warschauer, M., 1999; Compton, L., 2004). This research too points in the same direction where 
81.4% of the respondents have stated that language is not barrier for them to participate in the online forums. This is 
probably due to the fact that no one is going to point out their mistakes or laugh at them when they struggle for 
words to say something. This advantage of online learning should be greatly capitalized by the teachers to close the 
gap between the diverse learners in the classroom.  
 
6. Conclusion 
Online forums are relatively new in the ESL arena of tertiary education. Students as well as preceptors need time 
to get used to them. Overtime they will become an integral part of most courses as they could be a most useful 
means of bridging the gap between the skilled and less proficient student. It could also provide the much needed 
communication corridor between the teacher and the student outside the classroom environment. 
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